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Ex. 20:1-4, 7-9, 12-20; 

Mt. 21:33-46 


That parable we just heard might sound like a story of stupidity on all sides.  What makes the tenants think they can inherit the vineyard?  How can the owner be so foolish as to keep sending servants, one by one, and then his son, to get beaten up and killed?  It’s another one of Jesus’ really crazy parables, like the one we heard two weeks ago, where that crazy farmer paid all his hired workers the same amount.  But it’s the craziness of all the details that should make us suspect that there might be something else at work.

For centuries, this parable has been read as an allegory.  You know what an allegory is: each component of a story stands for something else.  In this case, the allegory works like this: the owner of the vineyard is God; the tenants are corrupt religious leaders; the servants are the prophets; the son is of course Jesus, who will be killed; and the new tenants who will eventually get the vineyard are probably us, the Gentiles who understand who Jesus was and is.

Probably the Gospel-writer Matthew actually did understand the parable this way.  By the time he organized the stories of Jesus into this particular version of the gospel, the followers of Jesus were primarily Gentiles, and they would have seen themselves as the heirs of the Covenant, the replacements for the Jews.

For a long time, Christians have liked to hear it this way.  The Jews didn’t get it.  The Gentiles did.  The Kingdom of God belongs to us.  There’s a $20 word that goes with this thinking, “supersessionism”.  Supersessionism means believing that Christianity replaced Judaism, that Christians are now in as the people of the covenant, and the Jews are out.  It shouldn’t take us much work to realize how dangerous this kind of thinking is.  This kind of thinking lies behind two thousand years of anti-Semitism, with its prejudice, and abuse, and horrific genocide.  Could Jesus, a Jew, possibly have been intending something like that with this tricky story?   No.  No!  The covenant with the people of Israel is still intact—it was in Jesus’ time, and it still is, today.  There must be something else going on here.
A problem with hearing the story this way is that it’s taking the story out of context—the context that Matthew gives it.  Last week—remember?—we heard the chief priests and other leaders taunting Jesus about where he got the authority to say and do the things he was doing.  Jesus turned around and taunted them back: “Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?”  Of course, Jesus stumped them with this, because they saw right away that no matter what they said, he had them.

And Jesus tells another parable right before this one, another one about workers in a vineyard, actually, and here’s just the punch line: “For John came to you in the way of righteousness and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes believed him; and even after you saw it, you did not change your minds and believe him.”

So the parable we heard just now comes in a part of the gospel where the temple leaders and Jesus are in a confrontation over the meaning of John the Baptist.  Who was John?  Was he a prophet?  Was he more than a prophet, as Jesus says earlier in the gospel?  Certainly the people who followed John considered him to be the latest, and probably the greatest, in the long line of God’s holy prophets.
Could it be, then, that this story—the story of the vineyard owner and the wicked tenants—this story is really about what has just happened to John the Baptist?  The long line of prophets speak to the people, and they keep ignoring them.  God sends one after another to try to save the people of the covenant, and they reject God’s attempts.  John’s followers are still in shock over what has happened to John.  So they would certainly see the story this way: finally God sends John, the last and best of the prophets, to clean things up.  But he, too, is rejected and destroyed.  What will God do now?
That could be another way to hear the parable.

But of course there is a third way, because this is a sermon, and we like to do things in threes.  What if we try to hear the story the way Jesus himself might have heard it, or thought about it?  What if we say that Jesus didn’t necessarily know he was going to die—only the later gospel writers, and the later audience know that?  What if he was still shaken by the death of his cousin John, and trying to make sense of this disaster—make sense of the disaster both for himself and for the people who had been following John and were now following him?
I have to take you back to Isaiah for this.  Listen to Isaiah’s song (5:1-7):

“Let me sing for my beloved my love-song concerning his vineyard.  My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill.  He dug it and cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a watchtower in the midst of it…”  Does that sound familiar?  It’s how Jesus started the parable we just heard.  And speaking in God’s voice, Isaiah goes on: 

“What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?  ...For the vineyard of the Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people of Judah are [God’s] pleasant planting…”
We may not be able to imagine ourselves as the owners of a vineyard, but how many of us are gardeners?  Can we imagine ourselves as the gardener, preparing the soil, clearing out stones and left-over vegetation from the year before?  Building raised beds, putting in vegetables and flowers as seeds or tender seedlings—always hopeful about what they might produce come harvest-time?  Can we find ourselves in that image of the vineyard-owner?  A lot of love goes into gardening.  And a lot of love goes into that vineyard in the poem from Isaiah.  That love is behind the parable Jesus is telling.
When Jesus tells a parable about a vineyard, he is certainly echoing this image from Isaiah.  The vineyard is the people of Israel.  A people God loves the way a gardener loves a garden, the way the vineyard-owner loves his vineyard.  God loves this people so much that God keeps sending prophets to them, over and over, no matter how badly the prophets are abused.
Earlier today we heard a reading from the Book of Exodus, the part we call the Ten Commandments.  I think it’s easy to let these words sort of wash over us, because we think they’re so familiar.  And maybe we’re so familiar with the story itself that the whole thing gets blurry in our imaginations.  So just let me point at a couple of things.

The picture of Moses going up into the mountain, onto Mt. Sinai, is high drama.  Sinai smokes and burns and rumbles like a volcano, and Moses goes up into it, and there he speaks with God.  God is up there, in God’s power and glory, and Moses has to climb up and up to have this encounter with God.
And Moses brings the Law down from the mountain.  But the Law isn’t just about a list of commandments, a list of rules.  There’s a lot more to it.  God commands Moses to build an Ark.  The tablets of the Law go into the Ark, but the Ark is a lot more than just a file cabinet for a document.  The Ark is God’s mobile home, so that God can dwell in and  among God’s nomadic people.  God has come down out of that smoking mountain, to live the way the people live, in continuing relationship with them.  The Law is how the people live out and celebrate and remember that relationship.  The Law is one way of recognizing “God with us.”
So back to the parable, and what the parable might have been getting at.  If we identify with the tenants in the story—either the bad ones or the good ones, we go off on tracks that aren’t really helpful.  Are we the good tenants, the ones who get it right about Jesus, so we can feel smart and superior and just relax?  Doesn’t seem like it.  Is the parable just warning us not to be the bad tenants, who ignore all the messages God tries to send to us?  Possibly.  But that doesn’t really sound like particularly good news for us today. 

So let’s try this: instead of identifying with the bad tenants or the good tenants that will replace them, let’s try thinking of ourselves as the vineyard.  The vineyard that is God’s special project and God’s joy.  

This sounds more like the message of good news that Jesus proclaims to us, over and over and over again, with the same patience and the same steadfastness that God shows in the way God cares for God’s people.

God loves God’s people so much that God will do anything, anything to take care of that vineyard.  God will keep trying to reach us, communicate with us, draw us to Godself.  God will come down off that mountain.  God will live with God’s people, travel with God’s people, in a portable tent.  God will keep sending teachers, sending prophets, sending John the Baptist, sending Jesus.  
As Christians, we say that in sending Jesus, God came among us.  We say that in Jesus, God actually died for us.  That’s how much God loves God’s precious vineyard.   That’s how much God loves us.

